IN MAY 1950, as part of his self-appointed mission to educate Nabokov in the ways of modern America, Edmund Wilson sent his Russian friend a batch of books, one of which was David Maurer's popular study of cardsharps, swindlers, and sting operators, The Big Con, first published in 1940. Wilson's description of the book is, in itself, revealing of how he anticipated Nabokov would react to it:
does Wilson, despite his knowledge of Russian literature, demonstrate any awareness of a parallel tradition that can be traced back from the tricksters of the early Soviet era, through the Silver Age to the early nineteenth century, from which Nabokov was undoubtedly drawing. What he could not have known in May 1950, however, as his friend was winding up his teaching year at Cornell, was that Nabokov was planning to return that summer to The Kingdom by the Sea, the 'short novel about a man who liked little girls' that he had mentioned to him some three years earlier. 7 In the light of this, Wilson's gift of Maurer's study, which initially seems to have been a miscalculation, takes on an inadvertent but timely significance, emerging as key to the elaboration of themes of extortion and complicity in Lolita, Nabokov's most extraordinary tribute to post-war America.
Smooth Operators: Russian Tricksters as Confidence Men
The confidence man is widely acknowledged to be an exclusively American phenomenon, a product of both the New World frontier and the growing urban centres of antebellum America. The term itself was coined by journalists during the trial of William Thompson in 1849, who had been arrested in New York for robbing over a hundred people. Ingeniously, he had approached strangers in the street, asking if they would 'have confidence' to trust him with their watch until the next day, which, improbably, they did. 8 Thompson was not the first trickster to defraud a gullible public. His technique was a version of what Edgar Allan Poe termed a 'diddle', after the hero of British playwright James Kenney's 1803 farce, Jeremy Diddler, 9 but what distinguished him from a regular swindler was his tactic of manipulating an individual's instinct to trust, essentially of abusing their confidence.
The wit and audacity of such a fraud inspired both fear and admiration among the general populace. Drawing on the antebellum cult of the 'selfmade' man, the con man 'displayed an abundance' of what George Pierson has called the 'M factor' 10 -a combination of movement, migration, and mobility -that 'shaped the American national character':
As a wanderer, the confidence man was eternally self-aggrandizing. Blessed with superior wit, skill in the use of resources, adaptability and enthusiasm, he was a one-man enterprise. … In the theoretically fluid, open social world of the Age of Jackson, the trickster emerged as the archetypal American because the trickster represented man-on-the-make.
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The con man's ability to exploit the fluidity and chaos of contemporary America represented a form of social anarchy that was at once dangerous and glamorous, yet his nature and circumstances were not entirely unique to the New World. From his visibility in Russian literature and culture of the nineteenth century, a corresponding figure emerged in parallel and under similar conditions. Like his American counterpart, the Russian confidence man originated from the trickster, a character universally and instantly recognisable in European literature and culture, dating back to Chaucer's Canon and Pardoner, Milton's Satan and Shakespeare's Iago. The duplicitous characters of Pulcinella and Harlequin, from the sixteenth-century commedia dell'arte, which informed the antics of the British puppet-show hero Punch, can also be identified in his Russian counterpart, Petrushka, and in the harlequinades that featured in early twentieth-century Russian art, music, and theatre. 12 The fundamental distinction between a trickster and a confidence man, however, is that whereas the trickster's pranks are essentially acts of mischief executed in the spirit of fun, the confidence man's manipulations are part of a cynical formula designed solely for personal gain. Oddly, critics of Russian literature have yet to fully identify the figure of the confidence man or recognise the ways in which he links the nineteenth-and twentiethcentury traditions. Rather, attention has centred on the trickster, either in his folkloric and satirical picaresque guises, or as an anti-hero of Soviet and post-Soviet culture. 13 Apart from Sheila Fitzpatrick, who has briefly explored the practices of real-life confidence men in the early Soviet period, 14 no one has attempted to show how the conditions which enabled the activities of cheats and embezzlers in post-revolutionary Russia -a complex, dysfunctional bureaucracy, a vast, cumbersome, and deficient infrastructure set in a culture of easy patronage and low-grade corruptionwere just as prevalent in the era that preceded it. It is through their exploitation of these very circumstances that the heroes of Gogol's Dead Souls (1842) and The Government Inspector (1836), for example, are able to perpetrate their deceptions, one cynically engineered, the other inspired by mistaken identity. Chichikov's ruse in Dead Souls is, as Nabokov describes it, to buy up the souls of serfs who had died since the last census and for whom their owners continued to pay the poll tax, thus endowing them with a kind of abstract existence which however was quite concretely felt by the squire's pocket and could be just as 'concretely' exploited by Chichikov, the buyer of such phantasma.
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Although Chichikov is 'a creature of Gogol's special brand moving in a special kind of Gogolian coil', the 'dead souls he is buying are not merely names on a slip of paper'. 16 Nabokov's interpretation emphasises the devilish quality of Gogol's story, in which Chichikov serves as 'a traveling salesman from Hades', bartering with the souls of the dead which 'fill the air … with their leathery flutter'.
17 Rootless and perpetually in motion, Chichikov embodies the 'M factor' of 'man-on-the-make', only manifested in a darker, more menacing form. Nabokov is also keen to portray him as a fool and a failure, but there is an essential 'absence' that renders him both 13 impossible to define and inherently elusive. 18 A 'void to be interpreted', his confidence game involves a kind of chameleonic shape-shifting that enables him to 'reflect the humors of anyone he is with'.
19 Khlestakov, the St Petersburg clerk of Gogol's 1836 play, demonstrates a similar tactic, yet unlike Chichikov's, his is not a calculated con but a chance masquerade in which he capitalises on the eager generosity of a set of provincial townspeople who believe him to be something he is not. In both scenarios, the distinctions between criminality and innocence are undermined by complicity -the readiness of Chichikov's and Khlestakov's 'victims' not merely to be duped, but rather to participate consciously in what are, quite patently, 'shady' dealings, motivated by a similar desire for wealth and status. The compromised condition of imperial Russian society in the 1830s and 1840s, compounded by the 'spread of European values of individualism, acquisitiveness, and economic self-interest', 20 is here shown to be the perfect setting for the perpetration of a con, just as the 'entrepreneurial atmosphere of the New Economic Policy' provides the conditions in which Chichikov's Soviet incarnation, in Mikhail Bulgakov's 1922 story 'The Adventures of Chichikov', is also able to flourish.
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In the Russian literary tradition, the con also operates on a more intimate level, through the manipulation of interpersonal relationships. Oblomov, the hero of Goncharov's 1859 novel, falls prey, through his apathy and total lack of interest in the material world, to the embezzlement of his property and his wealth through a co-ordinated swindle by his close friend, Taranteyev, and his landlady's brother, Matveyevich. Meanwhile, Foma Fomich's 'insolent domination' of Colonel Rostanev, his family, and estate wreaks havoc in Dostoevsky's The Village of Stepanchikovo, published in the same year. The impact of Dostoevsky's characterisation meant that 'the name Foma Fomich [became] a byword in Russian for any kind of insolent and impertinent hypocrite, toady and sponger'. 22 Like Khlestakov and Chichikov, Foma Fomich is able to assert his control of the situation, no matter how complicated or unwieldy it becomes, through the artful exploitation of every facet of the human condition, ranging from trust, 18 integrity, and honesty to moral weakness, pride, and emotional vulnerability. It his particular ability to sustain a lie, however, or any number of lies, that qualifies him as a pretender in the fashion of Gogol's protagonists, and also of the 'adventurers and rogues' that people Dostoevsky's subsequent fiction. Stavrogin, Lebyadkin, and Pyotr Verkhovensky of The Devils (1872), along with General Ivolgin and Lebedev of The Idiot (1868-9), are all pretenders and shameless opportunists. Driven by their ambition for power, 'they model themselves after dominant social or political figures, [seeking] recognition for a false identity'. 23 The lie they must sustain to achieve this Dostoevsky identified as 'the first condition of Russian society':
In Dostoevsky's formulation [lie and let lie], the Russian social contract involves narrative -I'll tell you a story and let you tell me one: I'll embellish the truth and let you do so. You believe me, and I'll believe you.
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This willingness to promulgate and perpetuate a lie, to accept a pretence as part of everyday life, can be seen as an extension of a particular tradition of 'self-interested giving', a form of bribery based on the exchange of favours 'prevalent in Russian popular and élite culture' which had become a matter of social etiquette by the late nineteenth century. 25 Such informal practices, which openly circumvented both moral and legal conventions, combined with Dostoevsky's new 'social contract', provided the ideal environment for the successful operation of tricksters, swindlers, and confidence men, its pervasive nature enabling movement across all areas of society and a freedom of activity protected by total impunity. Increasingly, as the fiction of Gogol and Dostoevsky demonstrates, the 'role of the real, not the fictive, center belong[ed] not to the ruler or the bureaucrat, but to the trickster -the artist and the philosopher of manipulation'.
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At the same time, the structure of Russian society was shifting. Both The Devils and The Idiot issued from an era 'that witnessed the emancipation of the serfs and the rise of industrial capitalism, both of which affected the 23 composition of the social classes and contributed to the breakdown of Russia's rigid hierarchies'. 27 Real-life con men were ready to exploit this state of flux, and could be identified by a very specific trait:
Writing at the end of the nineteenth century, [the writer, human rights activist, and political commentator] V. G. Korolenko used [samozvanshchina], a derivative of the old term [samozvantsy -imposter], to categorize the various types of petty imposter -traveling holy men or self-styled engineers, judges, and officials -whose criminal activities were reported as faits divers in the boulevard press of the 1890s.
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This was 'a new, flamboyant type of criminal', now distinguished by the term aferist (confidence man), who would assume multiple guises in his brazen pursuit of wealth and glory. At the turn of the century, for example, Nikolay Savin notoriously impersonated a French count in order to secure a sham loan for the Bulgarian government.
29 These compromised and compromising expert manipulators could even be said to have inspired the celebrated Silver Age writer and activist Leonid Andreyev's depiction of Judas in his 1907 story, 'Judas Iscariot', such that he 'is made into a complex and tormented version of a trickster'. 30 During the early Soviet period figures like Savin were celebrated, since 'conmen and confidence tricks, particularly those involving impersonation of officials and manipulation of the language and mores of Soviet officialdom, were a familiar part of the Soviet urban landscape'. 31 
From Melville to Maurer: Nabokov and the American Con Man
While the criminal exploits of Hermann Karlovich, Martha Dreyer, Axel Rex, and Margot Peters all, ultimately, backfire -they are messy and unpredictable, shoddily thought out and subject to the vagaries of chanceMaurer's con men are consummate professionals. Criminal opportunists, they are canny strategists, 'suave, slick and capable', 41 whose primary purpose is to divest their unwitting victims of large sums of money. Unlike Nabokov's protagonists, they are immune to any kind of emotional attachment to their co-conspirators or their victims. Once the 'grift' is done, they simply walk away. With operations ranging from small-scale card games to large-scale 'stings', they skilfully act out elegantly contrived and acutely observed roles in sham universes where phoney bookmakers, brokers, and gamblers collude in intricately planned scams played out in utterly convincing, fake locations. A successful con man must have a sharp eye for a 'mark', someone with the potential to be gulled through their own innate sense of entitlement, aspiration, and greed, and through their latent attraction to the criminal act itself. By being complicit in the con, the mark becomes as open to prosecution as the con man himself and, thus compromised, loses all hope of seeking restitution through the law. Even though Nabokov's early con men are, by comparison, rank amateurs, they do nevertheless share in this dynamic of collusion. There is no such thing as an innocent victim in the worlds of Despair, Laughter in the Dark, or King, Queen, Knave. All are out to get something for themselves, either by tacitly agreeing to be manipulated or by actively manipulating someone else. The relegation of responsibility which is key to the con also applies here. The issue of trust upon which a successful con is perpetrated is integral to the scenarios Nabokov explores in these early novels, and became central to his investigation of the complex relationships that were to dominate his later work, from Lolita to Look at the Harlequins!, and even to his last, unfinished, novel, The Original of Laura. The elaborate con perpetrated by Lolita's arch-narrator, Humbert Humbert, has, unarguably, criminal dimensions, at the same time classifying him as one of America's archetypal confidence men in the tradition of Poe's 'diddler', Melville's 'mysterious imposter', 43 and the elegant masquerade embodied by Fitzgerald's Jay Gatsby. The qualities identified by Poe -'minuteness, interest, perseverance, ingenuity, audacity, nonchalance, originality, impertinence and grin' 44 -characterise both Nabokov's hero and his narrative, while implicating the reader as victim of and participant in the hoax that is the fiction itself.
This dynamic of collusion is a feature of Nabokov's work from his early Russian fiction. Smurov, in The Eye (1930), conducts an elaborate masquerade in which he attempts to beguile the reader into believing that he is the grandiosely heroic reincarnation of his former pathetic self. Monsieur Pierre, in Invitation to a Beheading (1935/6), plays out a form of grim burlesque before his prisoner, Cincinnatus C., which comprises a series of macabre tricks designed to amplify his sense of powerlessness. Kinbote, in Pale Fire (1962), sets out to convince his readers that the poem written by his murdered 'friend', John Shade, is not an autobiographical work, but an epic retelling of his own exile as King of Zembla, while Van Veen, the narrator 42 Ibid., pp. 1-2. An almost perfect example of this kind of 'con' may be found in George Roy Hill's Oscar-winning movie The Sting (1973). Indeed, in 1974 Maurer filed a $10 million lawsuit against the makers (Universal Pictures) for using his study, and particularly its account of 'grifters playing the wire', without permission. of Ada (1969), blinds his readers to his culpability in the devastation of a number of lives, most poignantly that of his half-sister, Lucette, through their willing submission to his narrative authority. By exploiting the conventional assumption that to participate fully in a fiction of any kind is to suspend disbelief, he renders his readers complicit in his construction of a reality that is no more secure than quicksand and which behaves in exactly the same way. The reader is sucked into Van's 'dream-like, dream-rephrased, legend-distorted past' and denied all possibility of tangible revelation by its convoluted 'forkings'. 45 Van's reality, therefore, becomes the reader's experience. This dynamic is extended by the anonymous narrators of The Original of Laura, in which elusive and shifting narrative voices attempt to exercise total control over the reader's response to the figure that is the focus of their attention -Flora Wild. Access to the real Flora is almost entirely denied, concealed behind the narrators' portrayal of her as a promiscuous, rapacious, heartless, faithless arbiter of pain. 46 In Ada and The Original of Laura Nabokov showcases the problems implicit in the reader's relationship to a text, its narrators, and its author. At the same time, the highly calculated and deliberate manipulation of the reader by Van Veen and the seemingly multiple narrators of The Original of Laura recall elements that have come to define the American con man.
Gary Lindberg has argued that the term 'con' 'applies to far more than a certain kind of swindle, it has a different value attached to it, a compound of admiration, amusement, and connivance'. 47 Such elements have been key in the success of real-life con men since the arrest of William Thompson. In 1855 the celebrated circus owner P. T. Barnum published his autobiography, in which, as Tony Tanner recounts, he 'quite shamelessly admits, indeed brazenly boasts, that from the start … deception was the spirit, if not the name, of the game'. 48 Barnum, he continues, devoted his life to 'hoaxing (and entertaining) a public, perhaps excessively gullible or perhaps content enough to be deceived if it also meant being amused'. 49 Over a century later, another real-life con man, author and journalist Clifford Irving, played a similar game of deception, convincing a top American publisher and the national press that he had been granted exclusive access to 45 the notoriously reclusive tycoon Howard Hughes, who had agreed to a series of interviews from which Irving would produce an 'authorised' autobiography. Irving and his associate, Richard Suskind, went to extraordinary lengths to construct a lie that was based on forged correspondence from Hughes. They even managed to sustain their deception beyond publication of the fake autobiography, its success dependent upon the same impulse in Barnum's audience to believe a story, no matter how 'outlandish' it may seem -'the bigger the lie, the more eager they were to swallow it'. 50 Even Irving's subsequent account of the hoax exhibits the 'classical elements of the con game', 51 elements that are also characteristic of the 'confession of a white-widowed male' that is Nabokov's Lolita (AL, p. 3): the affinity -in this case the identity -with literary fictionalizing; the skill in manufacturing emotionally colored personal detail; the superior understanding of the victim's weaknesses; the sense of personal drama and inspired creation. 52 Meanwhile, Barnum's relatively benign manipulation of an audience takes on far more sinister implications in Van Veen's hands, and is reminiscent of the kind of depthless control which had its origins in yet another autobiography, that of Benjamin Franklin. As Tanner again argues, Franklin displays a curiously instrumental attitude towards himself -as if the image of himself can be made, constructed, always with an eye on the public. It is as though he is always detached from the self that acts and performs in the world, manipulating it with a cool and calculating amiability which is not quite cynicism, not quite hypocrisy, but which does suggest a degree of smooth and protean adaptability. This can make one wonder about the core morality, the determining values and the commitments, the emotional capacities, of the internal manager, promoter, producer of all his fluent, sometime devious, adjustments, his opportunistic, often brilliant improvisations. Franklin may be devious and opportunistic, but his ability to perform, to adapt, and to retain his enigmatic distance is, despite the questions raised as to his morality, motivation, and integrity, deemed to be an admirable quality, a quality shared by Nabokov's Van Veen, who, in the tradition of all great confidence men, is also a consummate performer. This emphasis on performance recalls Poe's identification of not only the private, but also what can be recognised as the public face of the con man. 'Ingenuity, audacity, nonchalance, impertinence and grin' are all qualities which, if demonstrably on display, qualify the con man's appeal, establishing his status as, in Gary Lindberg's words, a 'covert cultural hero', 54 in the guise, say, of Mark Twain's Connecticut Yankee. Hank Morgan perpetrates the superlative heroic con, one that has the capacity to last a lifetime, by employing every means available to him as a product of an enlightened, industrialised, postbellum America in a mythical, pre-medieval England. This he combines with wit, creative quick thinking, and a good degree of luck, to convince an entire nation that he is a wizard greater than Merlin, and one of infinite and unsurpassable powers. Morgan's primary concern is survival. Secondary to this is his mission to civilise a feudal society riven with superstition. Through him, Twain celebrates the figure of the American pioneer, but he is that particular character who exploits with ingenuity and audacity the sense of aspiration and opportunity promised by the prospect of the frontier. In this respect, he is 'radically entangled with the myth of the "New World"'.
55
The most dramatic distillation of this can be found in Melville's 1857 novel, The Confidence-Man: His Masquerade, in which the frontier is presented in microcosm as a community of constantly embarking and disembarking strangers on a Mississippi steamboat. In such a society, 'made up completely of strangers and perpetually stirring itself, problems of communication, recognition, identification, and, above all, trust and confidence become particularly acute'.
56 Amongst these strangers the confidence man operates with impunity, his guise constantly changing, making him impossible to identify or apprehend. Melville's confidence man takes on a far darker aspect than Hank Morgan or Captain Simon Suggs, the self-declared, shape-shifting comic hero of Johnson Jones Hooper's 1845 stories. Melville takes Suggs's credo, 'it is good to be shifty in a new country', 57 and tests it to its furthest moral parameters, in order 'not so much to settle as to raise questions and 54 58 The identity of Melville's 'mysterious imposter', the wanted man advertised on a placard in the novel's opening lines, is never revealed, and he is quickly forgotten, instantly supplanted by the first of the novel's subsequent confidence men, the mute stranger who takes up a position before the placard to advertise his own message. Yet the mysterious imposter remains as a presence in the many incarnations of confidence that enter and exit as the steamboat makes its way downriver. This 'original genius', whose origins are 'not clearly given', 59 casts a long and ominous shadow, transforming the positive connotations of confidence -'sacred trust, generous optimism, hope, compassion and friendship, privacy and discretion' -into a dynamic of 'deceit, subterfuge and trickery, distrust, suspicion and estrangement '. 60 Yet to reveal these dynamics would be to relinquish the con. By the early twentieth century, the confidence man's efforts to conceal the true basis of his nature metamorphosed into the shape of the enigmatic Jay Gatsby. In Gatsby, Fitzgerald transforms the sinister aspect of the mysterious imposter into a highly appealing, romantic, aspirational figure. The confidence man as covert American hero has returned, albeit compromised by his tragic absorption in the illusion that he constructs, the extravagant yet fragile dimensions of the lie he is unable to sustain. Gatsby takes the masquerade of Melville's micro-cosmos to a new level, by obliterating the distinctions between appearance and reality literally in the world that he builds around him. It is this very same dynamic that Nabokov's Humbert Humbert deploys in presenting his world to the reader. Lolita is Humbert's masquerade, a formidable demonstration of the extent to which trust can be manipulated and abused, out of which he emerges as the ultimate, and quintessentially American, Confidence Man.
Humbert's con operates on a number of levels. It implicates not just his readers, but his fellow antagonists as well -Lolita, her mother Charlotte, the residents of Ramsdale and Beardsley, the lawyers, doctors, and psychiatrists who minister to him in prison, and the imaginary jury that sits in judgment of him. As it was for his Russian predecessor, Pavel Ivanovich Chichikov, shape-shifting is key to Humbert's success. On arriving in Ramsdale, Humbert fabricates an entirely new identity, casting himself as 'a brand-new American citizen of obscure European origin'. This gives him the freedom to create a series of personae to suit his purposes. His dubious credentials as a scholar form the basis of these, validated by the extended project of a multi-volume 'manual of French literature for English-speaking 58 Kuhlmann, Knave, Fool and Genius, p. 108. 59 Melville, The Confidence Man, p. 1. 60 Tanner, The American Mystery, p. 91. students' that he began working on in Paris, and which 'is ready for press by the time of [his] arrest' some five years later (AL, p. 16). Susan Kuhlmann has argued that the 'naiveté of the average Westerner, his respect for titles real or nominal, his democratic tendency to give a man credit for whatever value he could live up to -these characteristics of the frontier obviously favoured the enterprise of the confidence man'. 61 Humbert, finding himself in his New World of New England, exploits what he perceives as the average American's ignorance of European history and culture to capitalise on his appeal as a foreigner, particularly in Lolita's mother's eyes. The man Charlotte falls in love with is a 'dark, romantic European' with a British 'reserve', imbued with an 'old-world reticence' and a 'sense of decorum' that would be 'shocked by the boldness of an American girl' (AL, p. 68). Yet the bold American girl Humbert is really interested in requires a different approach, and to attract Lolita, he emulates the heroes of her world -the crooners and movie stars of contemporary popular culture. 62 The full range of his shape-shifting is only fully on display for the reader, however, to whom he also appears as a poet, an Arctic adventurer, a psychiatrist, a murderer, a spider, an incubus, a conjuror, a confessor, a gangster, a fugitive, a felon, and an avenging hero.
As John Blair comments, 'the con man's distinguishing characteristic lies in the uncommon relationship he maintains with the victim he exploits'. 63 This depends upon the con man's skill in identifying a 'mark' who will be receptive to his approaches. Key to this is his ability to recognise that 'while the majority of people are still predictably shaped by inherited institutions and manners, some people are not'. 64 When Humbert Humbert arrives at 342 Lawn Street, he is confronted by a woman who aspires to an ideal of bourgeois manners that she cannot realise, and a daughter who refuses to be constrained by social mores. Their 'unpredictability', therefore, renders them vulnerable to Humbert's con which, at the same time, could not succeed without their willing participation, or their readiness to be beguiled by the illusion he creates. Humbert manipulates Charlotte's palpable attraction to him in order to get closer to her daughter. He then secretly plans her murder, by sleeping pills or drowning, yet ultimately sabotages his own game by failing to secure his damning journal from her grasp. He evades discovery when she is accidentally killed, and escapes suspicion by playing the abject widower, 'artistically' impersonating 'the calm of ultimate despair' (AL, p. 101) while seizing his chance to assume legal guardianship of Lolita, even convincing their neighbours that he is, in fact, her real father.
This scenario takes on an additional dimension in light of David Maurer's study, such that Humbert's actions can be said to demonstrate the confidence game's progression through 'certain fundamental stages' that always 'lead to an inevitable conclusion'. Of the ten stages Maurer cites, Humbert's con adheres to five: Although Humbert's confidence game is far removed from the orchestrated operations of Maurer's con men, it nevertheless parallels the sequence of these five fundamental stages. The first four correspond to Humbert's relationship with Charlotte. He identifies her as his victim, gains her confidence, allows her to marry him, all the while intent on removing her as soon as it is expedient to do so. The final stage, however, can be interpretedequally in terms of the threats of reform schools he later makes to Lolita. Once this correspondence is registered, then three of the four preceding stages also come into play: Lolita is identified as a 'mark' alongside her mother; gaining her confidence is key to his plan to abscond with her; and the profit he allows her to make is merely his perception of the blissfully loving life she will have with him.
Humbert's manipulation of Charlotte is largely a matter of responding to chance events, but conning Lolita involves a more deliberate plan which evolves in three distinct stages. The first begins with Humbert's furtive exploitation of an opportunity to be alone with her. While her mother is at church he finds himself on Charlotte's davenport with Lolita in his lap. He has his clandestine moment, to which Lolita, it seems, remains oblivious. 'I had stolen the honey of a spasm', he contends, 'without impairing the morals of a minor' (AL, p. 62). He wins her trust by tacitly encouraging her to encroach upon his grown-up friendship with her mother, and then defends her against Charlotte's objections. His illicit attentions flatter her, 65 Maurer, The Big Con, p. 3. enlivening her adolescent, Hollywood-inspired fantasies of 'dream-slow close-ups' (AL, p. 49), and promote the belief that she has the power, potentially, to take her mother's place. Meanwhile, Charlotte inadvertently sanctions Humbert's pursuit of her daughter by casting her as a delinquent, disobedient, and wayward. How, therefore, could he be condemned if his victim is already compromised? Once Charlotte is off the scene, Humbert can move to the second stage of the con -Lolita's seduction -which takes place at the Enchanted Hunters Hotel. It marks a critical change in their relationship, turning Lolita into Humbert's 'cross-country slave' (AL, p. 150), but it also initiates the final stage of Humbert's con, for as soon as Lolita discovers her mother is dead, the grift is up. From this point on she is wise to him, but powerless to escape, for like any victim of a skilful con man, she is trapped by her complicity in the game. She has no recourse, as Humbert takes pains to remind her. 'Let us see what happens', he says, 'if you, a minor, accused of having impaired the morals of an adult in a respectable inn, what happens if you complain to the police of my having kidnapped and raped you?' 'Let us suppose they believe you. A minor female, who allows a person over twenty-one to know her carnally, involves her victim into statutory rape, or second-degree sodomy, depending on the technique; and the maximum penalty is ten years. So I go to jail. But what happens to you, my orphan? … This is the situation, this is the choice.' (AL, pp. 150-1) By exploiting her fear, her dependency, and her vulnerability, Humbert terrorises her into believing that she is as guilty as he, that she will be punished rather than protected by the authorities, and this is how he maintains their, now radically altered, 'uncommon relationship'.
The episode at the Enchanted Hunters is significant for another reason, for it is here that Humbert's first, rather obtuse, conversation with an as yet unidentified Quilty takes place on the hotel porch. Quilty's gradual emergence as Humbert's nemesis occurs simultaneously with the elaboration of his own con, perpetrated against Humbert, to steal Lolita away from him. Lolita's escape with Quilty from her hospital bed causes the dynamic of Humbert's 'uncommon relationship' to shift, and Humbert becomes the 'mark', already compromised by his criminal acts. Subject, now, to Quilty's 'ingenuity, audacity, impertinence and grin', he becomes paranoid and desperate. The figure of the con man which he so championed in himself he now perceives in Quilty, the 'semi-animated, subhuman trickster' (AL, p. 295), as base and loathsome. His new mission, to avenge the outrage perpetrated against him, becomes the means by which he will reclaim his position as the sole commanding figure in his scenario. In the final scenes with
